In October 1990 the then Senator Joe Biden introduced The Gun-Free School Zones Act of 1990 (GFSZA)--originally known as the Crime Control Act of 1990--and in November of the same year George H. W. Bush signed it into law. The Gun-Free School Zones Act is a federal law that prohibits any unauthorized individual from knowingly possessing a firearm at a place that a reasonable person knows is a school. The original law has had a rocky journey through the courts, and the current version has yet to be tested in the United States Supreme Court. Most likely all of us have seen the signs as we enter a public school that we are entering a gun-free zone. Reasonable people understand exactly what this means.
Our hearts were broken once more when a few weeks ago a young high school student entered his school in Marysville, Oregon, just 30 miles north of Seattle and took his friends' lives and his own. Although I have a doctoral student conducting research in the area of school violence, I decided to research the topic myself. Please let me assure you, there is no lack of information. I sadly discovered a history in the U.S. that dates back to the 1700s. In the late 1980s and early 90s, however, the statistics showed a sharp increase in the number of school shootings-perhaps the impetus for VP Biden's GFSZA law. Later in the 1990s through 2010 the rates of school violence have decreased (Neuman, 2012) ; school has been noted as the safest place students can be. I state this very hesitantly, as it brings no comfort to the parents, who have lost children, and others, who have lost loved ones.
Schools try to put their sense of community back together after such a tragedy, and communities often express what Marysville did after the shooting, we "will be forever changed as a result of the senseless and tragic incident that took place on the morning of October 24 and know that healing will not happen overnight. We remain committed to taking this journey together, step by step, holding up the families most impacted and helping our communities heal" (CBS News, 2014).
Commentators only express aloud what we all are thinking, "Why?"
• Some speak of the irresistible stage; others talk of the media frenzy and publicity as motivating factors.
• It seems that some shooters want to get back at those who have hurt them, picked on them, and bullied them.
• Research has shown that some shooters are themselves victims of violence at home.
• Other perpetrators, sadly, may have neglected mental problems (Robertz, 2007) .
While the list could be endless, one fact stands out. There does not seem to be an understanding of the value of life. Perhaps the better question is "What can we do to emphasize the value of life itself?" While we at the EFC will continue to collect and disseminate educational research on the school facility and best practices concerning behavioral safety from intruders to avoid violent acts, we also encourage community discussions on what can be done to exhibit and emphasize a greater value on human life. We enlist you to do the same. Let's consider and act on environmental influences, cyber abuse, family environments, and community environments. Enlist our parents, students, businesses, industries, and local governments, anyone we can find, who will listen. The life of each child is important. Call out moviemakers, ask our entertainers to remember they are role models, encourage our athletes, involve our community activists; our children's lives are important; it will take more that just our schools to have an impact on this problem.
We have had the GFSZA, or some form of it, for 34 years. Simply telling someone not to bring a gun on school property is not enough. The former president of South Africa, Nelson Mandela, stated, "There can be no keener revelation of a society's soul than the way in which it treats its children." I would welcome a discussion on how you, the reader, are going to make a difference. Can we find ways to model the respect for life to our children?
